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By Penny Mickelbury 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

The man whose body was 
brought to the chief medical 
examiner’s office 
thought to have been killed 
by a U.S. park policeman 
during a shootout on the 
14th Street Biidge. It turned 
out that, he had, shot him- 
self. 

An elderly woman pulled 
from the Anacostia River, 
thought to be the victim of 
an accidental drowning, was 
found by the medical exam- 
iner to have been murdered. 

These and other cases in 
which incorrect presump- 
tions of deatn were made by 
police or hospital personnel 
were cited by Dr. James L. 



Luke, the District’s chief 
medical examiner, to sup- 
port his request for $350,000 
to establish an institute of 
forensic pathology here. 

Such an agency, Luke 
said, ‘would allow us to ex- 
plore the untapped possibili- 
ties of forensic science for 
determining the causes of • 
death.” 

During the first three 
weeks of January, Luke 
said, 3 « of 70 autopsies con- 
ducted by hU office resulted 
in a change in the listed 
cause of death. 

According to Luke, “The 
specific cause of death is in- 
correct in approximately 50 
per cent of the total cases 
investigated by any func- 



tional medical-legal agency 
when pre- and post-autopsy 
causes of death are com- 
pared.” 

Luke cited other cases in 
point: 

• A middle-aged man 
found dead in his camper 
was thought at first to have 
died of alcoholism. An au- 
topsy revealed that he died 
of ac*!te carbon monoxide 
poisoning caused by a defec- 
tive prepane heating system. 

• An alcoholic found dead 
in his bed at St. Elizabeths 
Hospital, pcesumbly from 
natural causes, was found to 
have died from a massive 
depressed fracture of the 
skull — a homicide, the medi- 
cal examiner's office said. 



Luke presented his plan 
to the mayor’s criminal jus- 
tice coordinating board, the 
agenev that receives and ap- 
proves requests for such 
funding here. 

After a proposal is ap- 
proved the office of crimi- 
nal justice plans and analy- 
sis dispenses the funds to 
the requesting agency. T. 
David Austirn, newly ap- 
pointed head of board, at- 
tende i the coordinating 
board meeting at which . 
Luke made his proposal. 

The office of chief medi- 
cal examiner was created 
last February, under the 
D.C. Crime Act, which re- 
quired a trained forensic 
pathologist to head the of- 
fice. 

The medical examiner is 
responsible for determining 
cause of death and the cir- 
cumstances surrounding it, 
but has nothing to do with 
any legal proceedings that 
might arise. The medical ex- 
aminer’s findings are availa- 
ble to both sides in any 
court case. 

Luke said the study of for- 
ensic science is vital to law- 
yers and private physicians 
“to enable them (lawyers) to 
utilize our findings in court” 
and to help “private physi- 
cians determine which cases 
are reportable.” 

However, he said, few law 
schools offer instruction in 
forensic pathology, and the 
requirements for American 
Board of Pathology certifica- 
tion are “far less rigorous 
than are those in most other 
fields of medical specializa- 
tion,” causing it to be “con- 
sidered as the last refuge of 
medical mediocrity.” 

The proposed institute ^ 
would provide for the hiring 
of 12 forensic scientists and 
lawyers and would eventu- 
ally provide new facilities 
for the office of the chief 
medical examiner. 



See INSTITUTE, C4, Col. 3 
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INSTITUTE, From Cl 

Luke said his proposal is 
the only one of its kind in 
the country and is relatively 
inexpensive considering the 
service It would provide^ 
The institute would also en- 
gage in research in the field 
of forensic science. 

The institute would oper- 
ate of the medical exami- 
ner’s office, “though the 
staff would not necessarily 
be controlled by us. There 
would probably be a board 
that would administer the in- 
stitute,” Luke said. 

■Luke, who said he has 
support for his proposal 
from Mayor Walter E. Wash- 
ington, Joseph P. Yeldell, 
head of the department of 
human resources, the crimi- 
nal justice coordinating 
board and the police depart- 
ment, said he expects to im- 
plement his plans within the 
next year. 

The office of chief medi- 
cal examiner is adminis- 
tered by the human re- 
sources department 

“We have been more con- 
cerned with apprehending 
and- rehabilitating the sus- 
pect and assailant than in 
learning from the 
victim . . . when, where and 
how did he die, what really 
happened to him in terms of 
sequence of injury,” Luke 
said. 

I Luke said the institute 



would allow the medical ex- 
aminer to be more effective 
in determining causes of 
death because it would have 
access to research tech- 
niques, and the ability to 
apply the techniques and 
finding of other disciplines. 

The office of chief medical 
examiner has an annual 
budget of about $360,000, re- 
maining at the same level of 
funding since its creation. 
According to Luke, the sup- 
plies and .equipment portion 
of the budget is already de- 
pleted with six months re- 
maining In this fiscal year. 

Despite what he calls 
“grossly inadequate facili- 
ties,” peeling paint “falling 
onto our dimly lit autopsy 
tables” and violations of 
health codes, Luke says he 
is optimistic. 

“This is a winner. With 
the suport and interest that 
has been expressed, I have 
every belief that we will get 
new staff, facilities and the 
institute.” 



